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Abstract 
 
Morpho: Expectations & Mutations is a written document accompanying the 
culmination of my three years painting at a graduate level. The result of which is an 
autobiographical body of work navigating the tension of being a human with an 
invisible disease, while straining to understand Western societal constructs of 
women. I simultaneously reject these fairy tales as a standard recipe for happiness, 
yet identify with its visual language that is rooted in the vernacular of my generation. 
Redefining the elements I reject or embrace helps me to look beyond the boundaries 
of these constructs, and adopt an attitude of curiosity in finding a greater possibility 
of human connection and expansiveness. Through rejecting, I am questioning being 
measured by values I don't believe in, and becoming aware of the reflex to measure 
others against these learned constructs. Through embracing, I own the responsibility 
of being a product of this culture, and recognize the importance of extending the 
conversation of transmutation through our shared vocabulary. 
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Everyone should be born into this world happy 
   and loving everything. 
But in Truth it rarely works that way. 
For myself, I have spent my life clamoring toward it. 
Halleluiah, anyway I’m not where I started! 
 
—Halleluih, by Mary Oliver1 
 
 
Concealing 
I want to connect with other women who are not always great with words, who second-
guess themselves and who struggle with knowing if they are appropriate. I want to connect 
with men who know what it’s like to hide behind competency, who are counted on to be able, 
who don’t want to complain. I want to find the people who are sweet, and soft, and tired, 
and angry. They love, and they hurt, and they give, and they hide. I want to call out to them: 
“Here I am! I’m here! You’re not the only one! I’m not the only one! We’re not the only 
ones!” I want to find the ones who know what I mean. The only way I’ll find them is if I pull 
out the honest parts of myself, and hoist it up a flagpole. 
I’ve questioned if painting is the medium that will most successfully translate my 
metaphysical meanderings into an experience that viewers might recognize within 
themselves. I reflect on the artwork of men and women I have never met, and how their 
work made deep impressions in my memory and on my heart. Artists like Frida Kahlo, 
Hieronymus Bosch, Brendan Monroe, Margaret Kilgallan, Kiki Smith, Louise Bourgeois, 
Alex Gray, Olaf Hajek, Rene Magritte, James Jean, Ed Templeton, and so many more. The 
memory of these images has created a kaleidoscopic lens that tints my view of living; it 
reminds me this is a shared experience. The memorable works are most often flat surfaces 
																																																								
1 Mary Oliver, Devotions New York: Penguin Press, an Imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, 2017. 
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(murals, paintings, drawings, etchings, and mixed media collage) with vivid and imaginative 
narrative scenes that blend the lines of inner/outer. These works feel personal. They 
materialize the intangible unseen that shares space with the physical body. There is a sense of 
self-recognition in this language of symbols and imaginary spaces, and it gave me words that 
named my aching, which was to give it release. I learned how to use this language—added 
my own words—and now I use it to name myself, to processes death, to celebrate curiosity, 
to hide, to express my love.  
After I was diagnosed with Rheumatoid Arthritis,2 I learned to use the richness of 
this language to aid in visualization to disassociate from chronic pain. I would focus in on 
the sensations and question if this was actually pain I was experiencing. I imagined the deep 
sting and biting fire becoming as soft as thousands of butterflies landing on my skin. This is 
not burning; this is viridian green and aquamarine, and gold and peach and polka dots. This 
is not pain; this is a symphony. These are the sparks of tiny solar systems forming inside my 
cells. These are webs of electricity connecting me to the earth. 
 Learning more about the biographies of artists—specifically the stories of women—
enriches a sense of kinship and feeling understood. Autobiography is a generous act. I have 
only begun to understand this, as I gain the courage to expose just a few inches of my 
vulnerabilities. In my earlier work, I focused on peripheral interests to avoid exposing 
specific personal experiences or beliefs that might have left me open to judgment attacks. I 
functioned in the realm of playful curiosity, but made indications at underlying feelings of 
failure, embarrassment, desire, jealousy, anger, pain, and isolation. As I mature, I realize that 
																																																								
2 Rheumatoid Arthritis (RA) is currently understood as an autoimmune disease that produces widespread 
inflammation, contributing to an acceleration of joint deterioration from synovial tissue damage 
throughout the body. In my case, inflammatory “flares” are caused by a number of stimuli including 
inactivity, over activity, food preservatives, red meat, emotional stress, or changes in barometric 
pressure.	
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my aversion to admitting these vulnerabilities was not only to protect my pride; the pressure 
to operate in concealment is an expectation of the Western cultural construct.3 The prospect 
of the loss of community is a strong motivating fear. 
When I hit the limits on my best efforts, I had to admit to myself that I would fail to 
reach certain standards expected of me (for reasons of health, lack of resources, or 
difference in values) and I started to break open. Being honest about my disabilities and 
inabilities lifted veils off the true nature of certain relationships. In most cases, I was met 
with deep compassion, support, and sometimes a reciprocation of personal truth. In the 
worst cases, I was met with disgust, emotional abandonment, or covert disparagement and 
social sabotage. While the pressure to perform is non-gender-specific, aiming to please others 
by maintaining the role of an agreeable subordinate is a residual expectation on women—
carried through generations of societal paradigms favoring heteronoramtive gender roles. 
Even for liberated, progressive millennial women, some of us are not immune to the feeling 
(or being pressured to feel, or pressuring other women to feel) that we’re not quite what we 
should be, and it’s so hard to shake those shoulds. 
 
Expectations 
It’s difficult to pinpoint the exact definition of the expectations I feel as a 34 year old, white, 
heterosexual woman living in the Southern United States, because it largely relies on the 
source—it sometimes feels utterly arbitrary and projection based. In a general sense, 
sometimes I feel pressured to want the things that are marketed to women of my 
demographic: a husband who provides, babies, a well decorated home, a life of 
																																																								
3 I will sometimes refer to my personal understanding of Western culture as someone experiencing life within 
it. Pretense, sarcasm, gossip, social niceties, cues, shame, and passive aggression are some of the 
challenging terms of engagement, and each with their subtext. 
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entertainment, Pinterest, and “wine & craft night with the girls!” Even in choosing a career 
path, it’s assumed that I should want fame, recognition, popularity, a life of independence, 
sexual liberation, and “cocktail & craft night with the girls!” Subscribing to attitudes that 
create polarizing caricatures of women (which are incredibly base and rude summations—
even if craft nights sound like fun...), contributes to the minimization or dismissal of gender 
bias issues in larger realms, such as accessing proper health care. Recent studies reveal that 
autoimmune diseases and chronic pain disproportionately affect women, yet women are 
statistically less likely to be taken seriously for their symptoms—which are largely subjective. 
The pain and fatigue that are associated with these conditions are dismissed as “You’re just 
stressed.” or “You’re tired.” unless we bring a male partner, father, or even son to testify our 
sanity.4 5 In my experiences with Western healthcare in coping with RA over the last 10 
years, I can sadly relate to the statistics these reports are based on.6 There is a quick 
suggestion of opioid and anti-depressant treatment options for female patients with 
autoimmune and chronic pain symptoms, and it feels like a collective attitude of “Let’s just 
throw a band aid on that bullet hole!” in place of deeper investigation, clinical research, or 
education in alternative methods of healthcare. After years of fielding similar responses and 
treatment suggestions, it felt like I only had two options in the doctors office: reverting to 
silence about my symptoms, knowing I probably won’t be taken seriously—or—assert 
myself, knowing I might be thought of as a bitch. 
																																																								
4 Terry Gross. "How 'Bad Medicine' Dismisses And Misdiagnoses Women's Symptoms." KQED. March 29, 
2018. https://www.kqed.org/futureofyou/440580. 
5 Laura Vearrier. "A Feminist Perspective on Gender Justice in the Treatment of Chronic Pain." Archives of 
Medicine. June 09, 2016. Accessed March 11th, 2018. http://www.archivesofmedicine.com/ 
medicine/a-feminist-perspective-on-gender-justice-in-the-treatment-of-chronic-pain.php?aid=9574. 
6 I’m speaking from the experience of a low-income white woman with limited access to specialized healthcare. 
The studies do not indicate the socio-economic or racial demographics of the women interviewed. 
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There is a Jewish folklore version of the Biblical story of creation that tells of an 
alternate first woman named Lilith7, who was also created from the dust of the earth. When 
Adam demanded she was to be subservient to him, she refused—reasoning that they were 
made of the same dust, and were therefore equals. As a result of their arguing, she grew 
wings and flew away. God then created Eve from the rib of Adam, making her a companion 
that was indebted to him through biological contract. Lilith became a cast away—a demon 
figure of lonely, wandering lust, and a murderer of children—a cautionary tale warning that 
all defiant women will be doomed to suffer the same fate. Modern story telling in Western 
society still perpetuates this virgin/whore complex through fairytales that identify females as 
either witches or princesses. This was my first introduction to the dichotomy of the 
feminine, and learning the possible rewards (in the form of love or acceptance) or 
punishments (in the form of rejection or attack) for certain personality traits and behaviors.  
When I started thinking about the symbolism that could be used in association with 
tensions of expectation and concealment, I pinpointed several versions of fairytales or 
folklore as being one source of idealisms that play a role in governing our behaviors. When 
thinking about the imagery I associate with these fairytales, I think of Cinderella and Ariel 
and Belle—and the white opera gloves of happily ever after. The animated Disney Princess 
cultural phenomenon and the accompanying merchandise were prevalent in my formative 
years of the 1980s and 1990s. The visual repetition of the princess’ iconic posture and poise 
(found on posters, stickers, clothing, makeup, dolls, costumes, toys and coloring books) 
contributes to the continuation of outdated Western fashions, reaching as far back as the 
																																																								
7 Jill Hammer. "Lilith, Lady Flying in Darkness." Accessed January 14, 2018. 
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/lilith-lady-flying-in-darkness/. 
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1500s.8 These fashions demanded men and women to observe strict etiquette rules—
supporting the value system of traditional gender roles—defined in royal and church 
protocol, and among members of the upper class.9 Long, white opera gloves are a significant 
signifier of purity and status within this fashion. In several Disney Princess movies, the 
presence of these gloves work to visually punctuate the moment of love’s victory and the 
promise of eternal marital bliss. Once the heroine has her prince, she completes her full 
transformation into the image of the ideal feminine.  
The images of Victorian-era dress illustrations to photographs of 1960’s entertainers, 
collapse glove and arm together visually: the fashion and function of gloves evolve, but the 
glove continues to outline and highlight the poised gestures of the hand and arm. (Fig. 1-4.) 
The glove is no longer just an article of clothing; it is the image of a pure woman, an elegant 
woman, a wealthy woman. Even though this fashion has almost completely faded out of our 
culture, images of these antiquated postures were still prevalent in our sight space in the 
1980s (and currently)—in the form of cartoon princesses targeted to young girls. (Fig. 5.)  
 
Language 
The shape of these princess figures are so etched in our collective memory, that even 
fragmented and disassembled, they translate as recognizable signifiers. I remember spending 
hours tracing over the lines of my coloring books, taping the pages to the kitchen window 
and holding computer paper over top—I wanted the ability to draw the lines exactly, with the 
same fluid elegance embodied in Ariel’s hair or Cinderella’s skirt folds. At this age, I was 
																																																								
8 "The History of the Opera Glove; From Josephine to Shania." The History of Opera Gloves. August 23, 
2006 https://web.archive.org/web/20060823192752/http://www.operagloves.com/history.html. 
9 "History of Gloves and Their Significance - Part 2." History of Fashion. February 15, 2014. 
http://www.fashionintime.org/history-gloves-significance-part-2/. 
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unaware of the ritualistic quality in this obsessive repetition and the hundreds of animation 
artists participating in learning the same language. This discipline of mimicry is comparable 
to learning how to write cursive on workbook paper with rows of dotted lines, or practicing 
calligraphy between measured points. The repetition and exactness of these specific line 
weights and forms that make these cartoons recognizable—even out of context—have 
become a specific syntax within visual language. Artists like Arturo Herrera explore how 
strongly we recognize these forms through fragmenting, abstraction and erasure. He says in 
an interview:  
The challenge is, how can an image so recognizable, like a dwarf, or a cartoon 
character’s foot or nose, or the red and blue specific to Snow White’s dress, have 
another meaning that I impose onto it? Is it possible? Can I make something so clear 
ambiguous? Can I uproot it? In which ways is the baggage that we bring to the new 
image relevant to the vivid recollections within our cultural context? I am attracted to 
juxtaposing invented images and readymade images without establishing explicit 
relations between elements.10 
 
Where Herrera is dissecting these forms and creating compositions of free association, I am 
keeping elements intact specifically for their cultural signification—combining them with 
other recognizable imagery that give hints to a story while winking with cultural milieu. I 
pulled images of the opera gloves directly from coloring books and recontextualized them 
into situations that challenge narratives of romantic myth. In the original context of the 
coloring book, the gloves are worn by an excited, healthy young woman—twirling her skirt, 
or brushing her hair. In the context of my work, they are poised in the same position, but 
autonomous: engaged in suspended moments of being pierced, tangled, and devoured.  
Pop-Surrealists often use a highly rendered, illustrated cartoon language that is easily 
recognized as having branches stemming from the Walt Disney cartoon dynasty (in addition 
to heavy influence from Eastern Anime and Warner Brothers). The bulbous forms of 
																																																								
10 Josiah McElheny. "Arturo Herrera by Josiah McElheny”, BOMB Magazine. October 1, 2005. 
https://bombmagazine.org/articles/arturo-herrera/. 
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anthropomorphized animals, their ellipse-shaped eyes, or rounding of the fingers, merge 
together with the princess’ anti-gravity hair, lazy hands, and pinched waists. Art magazines 
like Hi-Fructose or Juxtapoz frequently feature pop-surrealists whose oeuvres are filled with 
renderings of stylized, cute cartoon women. Artists such as Audrey Kawasaki, Mark Ryden, 
Tara McPhearson, and Young Chun Koralie have created characters that are an intersection 
of The Little Mermaid, Hello Kitty, and la femme-enfant.11 This cartoon aesthetic has the ability 
to soften the awkward weight of physical injury; but injury has the possibility of deflating 
idealizations surrounding the referenced imagery. Like the work that came from Surrealist 
movement of the 1920s, there is a looming sense of hidden traumas in the images of this 
aesthetic, buried within stoic expressions and plastic saccharine.12 (Fig. 6.) Cute cartoons 
have a way of concealing the harsh edges of reality through playful choreography and passive 
availability. But cuteness is not just an aestheticization—it’s an eroticization of 
powerlessness, evoking tenderness but also, sometimes, a desire to belittle or diminish them 
further.13 
 
Work (day) 
In December 2017, I was in an emotional state of being completely overwhelmed by the 
consecutive bombardment of major life trials of the past three years (reaching near 
bankruptcy, toxic relationships, loss of community, chronic health issues, divorce), and I was 
teetering on the line of failing to provide myself with basic needs. My father’s cancer had 
aggressively returned a few months earlier, and the experience of sitting with him so near to 
death—holding his hand tightly, watching my best friend’s face melt away—shook me 
																																																								
11 The femme-enfant, is a Surrealist muse that blends femininity and childhood.  
12 The work of Hans Bellmer specifically comes to mind; drawings related to his Die Puppe series.  
13 Sianne Ngai. Our Aesthetic Categories: Zany, Cute, Interesting, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015, 3. 
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deeply. Family members took turns trying to be strong for one another or breaking down in 
complete exhaustion, as we frantically organized a plan of action that would provide him the 
correct treatments. When his health began to stabilize and I returned to Virginia, I faced the 
reality of having to perform my duties despite the circumstances of hovering in limbo. While 
I was completing enough tasks to keep my head above water, and keeping composed enough 
that I wasn’t asking too much of others, I still felt guilty because I wasn’t smiling enough. This is 
when I knew how my thesis work needed to evolve.  
 Development sketches for Stay Soft (Cast Off) (Fig. 11.) became the impetus for this 
new body of work. The finished piece contains the entire lexicon of thematic elements 
echoed throughout the paintings in the collection: the ballroom glove 
(concealment/convention), figures of nature (multicultural symbolisms), severance 
(injury/dissolution/revealing), the liquid shadow (intangible subconscious/truth/intuition), 
and the island/mesa/pedestal (body). American Spirit (Waves of Confidence) (Fig.9.), and The Red 
Thread (The Idea of the Lack) (Fig. 10.), bookend either side of this triptych, and were 
conceptualized afterwards. The three together read as a progression, across themes that 
portray the tension of rejecting or struggling with societal expectations that led to my 
continual denial of self. 
American Spirit (Waves of Confidence) shows the gloves engaged in the flower game14 
with an English rose.15 The stem is gripped in a way that subtly suggests frustration: thorns 
pierce through the glove, a cigarette burns into curls of thick smoke, a stretched petal is 
about to be ripped from the stem. “He loves me, he loves me not, he loves me, he loves me 
																																																								
14 The flower game is the circular plucking of petals off a flower stem. Each petal is assigned with “he/she 
loves me” or “he/she loves me not”, recited aloud in continuation until reaching the last petal, which 
reveals the affections of the one you admire.  
15 In Western culture, roses are largely understood to be a symbol of passion or romantic love. In tarot, the 
rose is a symbol of both hope and loss. Specifically, an English rose can refer to a naturally attractive 
woman of fair complexion. 
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not, I can do this, I can’t do this, I got this, I don’t know what I’m doing, I want this, I don’t 
want this, I’m ok, I don’t think I’m ok.” This is the circular thought process of second-
guessing, wavering confidence, adrenaline, hyperventilation, the lack of self-trust. This is a 
struggle with the feeling of a loss of control, the lack of trust in others, the attempts to 
influence the outcomes of fate. The disembodiment of the scene doesn’t give clear 
indication if this is the first flower or cigarette being pulled on—but the repetition associated 
with the flower game/smoking suggests no end to this carousel of obsessively relying on 
fortune telling.  
In The Red Thread (The Idea of the Lack), headless swallows hold lengths of the red 
thread and dart to either corner of the panel.16 It’s not clear whether they are working to 
release or bind the gloves, which remain poised; yet quietly struggle to cut free. The Red 
Thread of Fate is a Chinese proverb17 that tells of an invisible thread that is tied onto a 
person’s pinky finger, that leads to their soul mate whose pinky is tied to the other end. 
These threads can stretch and tangle, but will never break. The legend is based on the 
physiological structure of the human circulatory system, and the belief that the ulnar artery 
that extends through the pinky finger is the most direct hand-to-heart connection.18 This 
love legend is rooted in the same kind of biological contract as Adam sharing his rib with 
Eve, or the story of Plato’s dialogue The Symposium; a story of the original humans having 
four arms, four legs, and a single head of two faces—split apart by the lightning of Zeus into 
																																																								
16 In traditional nautical tattoo culture, a swallow on either side of the chest is representative of a sailor’s 
successful journey. One swallow before setting sail, the other swallow upon return. If a sailor 
drowned, the swallows would lift their soul out of the sea and into heaven. In this painting, the 
swallows are positioned on either side of the “chest” of the panel, making them symbols of a distance 
traveled, and protection. 
17 The proverb of the Red Thread of Fate is largely believed to be of Chinese origin, but variations also claim 
Japanese origin. I believe I was first introduced to this story by my great-grandmother, but it is a well-
known Eastern fairytale that has been adopted by many Western cultures.  
18 "A Japanese Myth : The Tale of the Red String Legend Is Incredibly Romantic." Daily Times. April 16, 2016. 
Accessed January 14th, 2018. https://dailytimes.com.pk/90100/a-japanese-myth-the-tale-of-the-red 
string-legend-is-incredibly-romantic/. 
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the half-humans we are today. We are incomplete, doomed to wander the earth in search of 
our other half that will make us whole.19 The choice to cut the thread rejects the idea of the 
lack, which will eventually free them from the tangles.20  
 As the scenes progress, the gloves become increasingly overwhelmed. Stay Soft (Cast 
Off) is not pointing to any fairytale in particular, but blurs the lines of their relationship with 
nature. The glove is being swallowed by a white rattlesnake21, while it tenderly interacts with 
the morpho butterfly.22 A gesture of grace in the midst of being consumed by a predator is 
an illustration of the ability to remain calm under pressure: The maintained gesture might 
also suggest denying the reality of a dire situation, like remaining silent about the private 
world of an abusive relationship. Stay Soft (maintain grace) Cast Off (abuse, abandonment, 
isolation). And there is a third interpretation: because of the resolution displayed by the 
gloves in The Red Thread, a viewer may decide the glove is actually emerging from the snake as 
it peels away this skin. This also gives the title a double meaning: Stay Soft (as new skin) Cast 
Off (the old skin). This version of the narrative would not see the snake as a villain or 
predator, but simply a layer of concealment that is now falling away. The visual chain of 
snake-to-glove-to-butterfly is an evolutionary relationship, where the glove is between two 
states of change: transformation (a snake shedding its skin, an outer change) and transmutation 
(a butterfly undergoing metamorphosis on a cellular level). Morpho is the symbolic bridge 
																																																								
19 Plato. "Symposium." The Internet Classics Archive | Symposium by Plato. Accessed November 10, 2017. 
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/symposium.html. 
20 The visual of the red thread unconsciously references two works by artists who apparently had a deep 
influence on my use of this element: The draped, looping red lines in the fragmented image of Snow 
White in the mural When Alone Again by Arturo Herrera (Fig. 7), and the suggestion of the thread as 
an artery or vein being cut with scissors speaks to Two Fridas by Frida Khalo (Fig. 8).    
21 In Western cultures, the snake is associated with the Biblical story of original sin, and is commonly seen as a 
symbol of evil. In Eastern cultures, the white snake is considered a symbol of peace and good fortune. 
As a totem or spirit animal, Snake spirit represents healing, transformation, and primal energy.  
22 In cultures around the world, the butterfly is a symbol of metamorphosis and resurrection. Morpho is a genus 
of Neotropical butterfly. Their wingspan can grow to nearly 8 inches, and is two-sided: brown and 
modest on the underside, brilliant iridescent blue on the topside. The name Morpho is an epithet, and 
means, “changed” or “modified.” 	
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between the world of concealment and the world of transmutation, as by nature they are 
transmuted from their original form, yet retain the ability to camouflage themselves. 
In all three panels, subjects of nature are desaturated or fading, and severed from the 
characteristics we expect of them. The rose is cut from its roots, the birds are without a song 
or sense of direction, and the rattlesnake is severed from its belly and rattle. These areas of 
dismemberment or decapitation add to a sense of disorientation or futility, but also reveal 
vivid inner layers of color that are otherwise concealed by their personas23. These concentric 
layers24 suggest the possibility of renewal, hidden traits, or a peeling away to reveal the 
central core. This thick, shadowy liquid is the essence of one’s primordial properties. This is 
inner ancestral wisdom, the denied self, the ambiguous amalgamation of experiences, and 
intuitive self-knowledge.  
 
Mutations 
 
Everything of which I know, but of which I am not at the moment thinking; 
everything of which I was once conscious but have now forgotten; everything 
perceived by my senses, but not noted by my conscious mind; everything which, 
involuntarily and without paying attention to it, I feel, think, remember, want, and 
do; all the future things which are taking shape in me and will sometime come to 
consciousness; all this is the content of the unconscious… Besides these we must 
include all more or less intentional repressions of painful thought and feelings. I call 
the sum of these contents the ‘personal unconscious’. 
-Carl Jung25 
 
Jung has a theory of individuation broadly defined as “the achievement of self-actualization 
through a process of integrating the conscious and the unconscious”.26 The psyche is a self-
																																																								
23 Persona is an element of the psyche, theorized by Carl Jung. The persona describes the element of personality 
that is essentially a “mask” which is born of the desires to please others; the face we put forward that 
highlights our best qualities.   
24 When deciding to create concentric shapes within shapes, I was thinking about Russian nesting dolls and that 
sense of self-within-self-within-self.  
25 C. G. Jung, and Herbert Read. The Collected Works of C. G. Jung. New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1959, 3141 
26 "Jung and His Individuation Process." Journal Psyche. Accessed March 11, 2018. 
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regulating system of specialized agencies,27 just as the body is made up of agencies that work 
together to perform the overall function of maintaining life. While research on these 
respective systems have helped us to heal through the expertise of objective/subjective 
medicine, emerging research is proving the relationships between these systems—giving us a 
glimpse of the human capacity for certain levels of holistic self-regulation. Easier said than 
done, nevertheless these relationships exist. New discoveries in medical and biological 
sciences show us that hidden operations have profound influences on our cognition—and 
vice versa. Although many Americans largely dismiss methods of holistic healing as 
dangerous nonsense or “woo-woo”, paradigms are beginning to shift—leading to a greater 
acceptance of integrative medical practices, that may be viable options for Western 
healthcare patients.  
Scientists in Seoul have found empirical evidence of the existence of meridian 
lines—the path of electromagnetic waves, or Qi—that is the basis for acupuncture. This 
biological system has been named the “primo-vascular” system, and plays a role in tissue 
regeneration, inflammation, and cancer metastases.28   
Wim Hof, the Dutch “Ice Man” has scientifically proved his ability to control his 
immune and adrenal responses, through a disciplined cycle of meditation, exposure to cold 
water, and breathing exercises similar to Tummo Meditation and Pranayama yogic breathing. 
Scientists have recorded his ability to raise and lower his body temperature at will. These 
functions of the autonomous nervous system were previously believed to operate entirely 
outside our ability to be influenced by our conscious thoughts.29 
																																																																																																																																																																					
http://journalpsyche.org/jung-and-his-individuation-process/. 
27 Some of these agencies take the form of archetypes, or mythic characterizations of fundamental human motifs. 		
28 M. Stefanov, et el., "The Primo Vascular System as a New Anatomical System." Journal of Acupuncture and 
Meridian Studies. December 2013. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24290797. 
29 Matthijs Kox et el., "Voluntary Activation of the Sympathetic Nervous System and Attenuation of the Innate 
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The common phrase “trusting your gut” has taken new meaning—research has 
revealed a network of neurological cells within the walls of our digestive system, largely 
controlled by a network of bacteria. This “second brain” has a cognitive capacity comparable 
to the brain of a large dog. The relationship between our skull brain, our gut brain, and the 
bacteria that sends signals between them is evidencing profound influences to our higher 
cognitive functions.30  
New sciences continue to align with Eastern ancient wisdoms’ understanding of our 
biology, and we are seeing the benefits of understanding the integration of objective and 
subjective systems—through the integration of deductive and inductive methods. Research 
is growing in emerging sciences and philosophies such as Epigenetics31 and 
Transhumanism32. The residual effects are leaking into our language and attitudes while 
shaping new belief systems rooted in a wider understanding of what it means to be a human 
body.  
 
Work (night) 
He made remarks about my strong will as if it were a challenge to conquer—to break me like a wild animal, 
train me to be domestic, lay like a dog at his feet. It bordered on hatred the way he looked at me when I 
wouldn’t obey him. He used romance as strategic deception, a Trojan horse. He couldn’t feel how soft I was. 
																																																																																																																																																																					
Immune Response in Humans." Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United 
States of America. May 20, 2014. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4034215/. 
30 Marilia Carabotti et el., "The Gut-brain Axis: Interactions between Enteric Microbiota, Central and Enteric 
Nervous Systems." Annals of Gastroenterology : Quarterly Publication of the Hellenic Society of 
Gastroenterology. June 2015. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4367209/. 
31 In broad terms, Epigenetics is the study of how our genes are affected by elements ranging from 
environment to attitude.) 
32 Transhumanism is the belief or theory that the human race can evolve beyond its current physical and mental 
limitations, especially by means of science and technology. 
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He didn’t know about the sparks of solar systems beneath my skin. He didn’t see my warmth, or when I 
forged a shield with the fire in my bones. What he named stubbornness, I named survival. 
The mesa33 that appears beneath the snake in Stay Soft (Cast Off), is the introduction 
to the physical body. The scenes of struggle and disorientation on the flanking panels are 
cognitive figments; blended images of memory and imagination. As the severed areas grow 
larger, greater amounts of liquid shadow pours out and fill the space, imploring the body to 
wake up and snap into a present state.  
 In Gravity (Fig. 12.), the body is severed; isolated from the figments of the 
mind. The shape of the body has both phallic and vulvar suggestion, alluding to unity and 
wholeness. Jung defines this concept of duality in the form of the contrasexual archetype, 
Anima and Animus.34 He theorized that the human psyche is androgynous—we are born with 
the potential for both sets of gender characteristics, but are socialized out of one or the 
other by the pressure to conform to the constructs of our expressed biological sex. The 
contra-sex (or other) is repressed to our subconscious, resulting in an ego that identifies with 
conventional characteristics of maleness or femaleness. The identifying characteristics of 
Anima and Aminus are largely based in gender assignments themselves35, but the archetype 
still operates to illustrate the denial of self-expression for the sake of appearing normal.36  In 
Gravity, unity with repressed energy is a return to the body in wholeness, in a moment of 
poignant, instinctual self-preservation. The eruption of intuition boils over, slowly filling the 
surrounding space, transforming the scene into night. There is no space for self-denial, 
																																																								
33 A mesa is an isolated flat-topped hill with steep sides. 
34 Ania Van Kralingen. "The Archetypes of the Anima and Animus." Appliedjung. February 04, 2015. 
https://appliedjung.com/the-archetypes-of-the-anima-and-animus/. 
35 Anima is associated with relatedness (Eros), Animus is associated with rationality (Logos). 
36 Though contrasexual is a term for the dual nature of male and female, the orientation of a Contrasexual is
 defined as “(of a woman) who defies the female sexual stereotype by being content to be single and 
childless while being sexually active and financially independent.” (Dictionary.com) I could not find a 
definition of a contrasexual male.	 
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obsessions with fate, or remaining tangled in the idea of past or future. This is the body 
crying out. It wants to love itself, and heal itself, and know itself. This is the breaking point 
where social conventions are bypassed for the demands of the intuitive self.  
In Sleeping Alone, (Fig. 13.) four panels of nearly identical scenes of an isolated mesa 
describe the quiet spaces within the first months of 2017. The stillness in these scenes 
reflects clearing my spaces from toxic relationships, physical objects, and thought patterns of 
self-hatred. The body needs rest. Solitude in the stillness of night offers such protection. 
There is no struggle, and the silence lends itself to the work of reorganizing from the 
inside—ripping out the seams and taking inventory of what scraps are left. Self-love is not 
indulgent—it is disciplined. In the last panel, the land mass begins to open, revealing a visit 
from Morpho. In Morpho, (Fig. 14.) a figment appears again, but not of struggle and tension; 
it is a return to the body through meditation on the whole of the senses: touch, taste, smell, 
sight, and sound.  
 
 
Attain the Climax of Emptiness, 
preserve the utmost quiet: 
as myriad things act in concert, 
I thereby observe the return. 
Things flourish, 
then each returns to its root. 
Returning to the root is called stillness: 
stillness is called return to Light. 
                                     -Tao Te Ching37 
 
Expectations: Nobody Talks About It (Fig. 15.), is a sixteen-minute headphone-audio 
accompaniment that gives a moment of isolation from the surrounding environment, and is 
an invitation to sit with the work a little longer. The chapters of sound unfold on top on one 
																																																								
37 Thomas F. Cleary. The Essential Tao: An Initiation into the Heart of Taoism through the Authentic Tao Te Ching and 
the Inner Teachings of Chuang-Tzu. Edison, NJ: Castlebooks, 1998, 18. 
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another, blending one scene to the next, and guide the listener through the paintings. Field 
recordings are woven into electric, rhythmic spirals, punctuated with aural fragments, twisted 
into nonsense—until opening into slow ambience and robotic chants that are nearly 
inaudible—an androgynous dual-voice speaking on reflections of pain. Convolutions of 
symphonies and crispy undulations swirl from ear to ear. In animated feature films, 
symphonic soundtracks work together with visuals to lift audiences deeper into the 
imaginary spaces—the aim of my soundtrack is the same. The scenes of suspended 
animation begin to breathe, the landscape opens wider, and the audience is invited to travel 
inward.  
Where the visual pieces work as an autobiography about the experience of 
concealment and isolation, the process of creating Expectations is a counterpoint. The 
execution of this piece was an exercise in collaboration with sound artist Kendall Furrow—
with the surprising outcome of a deep, genuine friendship. Through the development of this 
piece, Kendall was open to hearing my ideas, and patient with recordings and readjustments. 
Hiding is not effective within a collaborative process, so this encouraged me to ask for help, 
open up, and expose my vulnerabilities to another person whom I did not know before this 
process.  
 
With a Smile, with a Song 
The more I reflect on this collection of paintings as a finished body of work, I know there is 
more that could be done to express myself more accurately, and this excites me. I don’t 
know if there will ever be that feeling—the moment of completion. Yet, I don’t see this as a 
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failure of completion, but a success in finding a driving force that might sustain my studio 
practice, and grow with me.   
When deciding how to frame a concept for a thesis, I ultimately chose autobiography 
for a variety of reasons. It was the answer to my own question of whether to approach art 
through interest or experience. Why not both—interests as they relate through experiences—a 
wandering conversation with a friend.  I thought about how stories of others become part of 
our own. In creating narrative autobiographical work, my goal to develop my language was 
stronger than developing a concept. A balance of intention and vagueness allows space for 
interpretation and discovery within the connotations—a mirror for my viewers (as well as 
myself). The paintings and audio piece for this thesis are a crystallization of experiences that 
are repeated themes within my own life, and the women and men I share friendships with. 
There is comfort in this communion: like breaking bread, having a sit, sharing spirits and 
truths. We teach one another how to shift from should to could—how to stay open, how to 
stay soft.  
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Figures 
 
Fig. 1. Ackermann, Rudolph. Fashion Plate 
(Evening Dress). June 1, 1820. Gift of Dr. 
and Mrs. Gerald Labiner, Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art, England, 
London. In LACMA. 
https://collections.lacma.org/node/2530
21. 
 
 
Fig. 2. Ladies in Edwardian Fashion. History 
Daily. January 23, 2016. 
http://historydaily.org/edwardian-era- 
fashion/.  
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3. Doir, Christian. Evening Dress. 
In The Curious Raven. January 9, 2016. 
https://thecuriousraven.net/2016/01/09
/corsets-in-1950s-pinup-fashion/. 
 
 
Fig. 4. Leslie Uggams. Digital image. 
PDX Retro. May 25, 2013. 
http://pdxretro.com/2013/05/leslie-
uggams-is-77-today/. 
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Fig. 5. Disney Princess Belle from Beauty and the 
Beast. Digital image. Weissbgerlaw.com. 	
http://weissbgerlaw.com/11558/crayola-
crayon-free-coloring-pages-07-04-
2018/new-crayola-crayon-free-coloring-
pages/. 
 
Fig. 6. McPhearson, Tara. The Fountain. 
2014. In Tara McPhearson. 
http://www.taramcpherson.com/art/Pai
ntings/Supernova/Detail/BECA8E/The 
Fountain. 
Fig. 7. Herrera, Arturo. When Alone Again. 
2001. Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, 
CA. In Hammer Museum. Accessed April 
11, 2018. Photograph by: Joshua White. 
https://hammer.ucla.edu/exhibitions/20
01/hammer-projects-arturo-
herrera/#gallery_cb8136d05603f7fa57ec
5b0e9f52defb6138ff45. 
 
 
Fig. 8. Kahlo, Frida. The Two Fridas. 1939. Museum 
of Modern Art, Mexico City, Mexico. In Totally 
History. 2012. http://totallyhistory.com/the-two-
fridas/. 
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Fig. 9. American Spirit (Waves of Confidence), latex and acrylic paint on wood panel. 48” x 48” 
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Fig. 10. The Red Thread (The Idea of the Lack), 2018, latex and acrylic paint on wood panel. 48” x 48”  
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Fig. 11. Stay Soft (Cast Off), 2018, latex and acrylic paint on wood panel. 40” x 40” 
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Fig. 12. Gravity, 2018, latex and acrylic paint on wood panel. 48” x 96” 
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Fig. 13. Sleeping Alone, 2018, latex paint on wood panels.  48” x 48” 
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Fig. 14. Morpho, 2018, latex and acrylic paint on wood panel. 24” x 48” 
 
Fig. 15. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ZM79nJ2a2Y 
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